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Chan Kin-chung

Chan Kin-chung was born in the province of Guangdong in 1939.

At the age of fourteen, Chan was admitted to the Subsidiary Secondary
School of the Mid-South Institute of Art, where he received four years of
intensive training in art. After graduation, he entered the Guangzhou
Institute of Art in 1959, specialising in oil painting. In 1962, Chan moved
to Hong Kong, where he stayed until September 1969, when he went to
Paris to further study.

Early in his career, Chan was an admirer of Chistyakov. For this reason,
he has had a rather solid training in sketching. His rendition of light is
exceptionally exacting and superb.

Chan’s works skillfully manipulate contrasts of light and darkness to
highlight the texture of materials. By virtue of this approach, he has suc-
ceeded in bringing to transcendental perfection and aesthetic integrity of
day-to-day existences such as windows, doors, corners of walls, leaves,
stones and the like — objects which do not normally draw attention.

Chan, now residing in France, is a hyperrealist active in European art
circles. He has had over a dozen exhibitions to his credit, and was a parti-
cipant in many exhibitions held in Japan, France and other countries. His
works have been collected by many reputed art museums in Europe.

This portfolio is a collection of sixty works by Chan ranging from early
to recent creations. Highly readable articles accompanying the pictures
include reviews of his art and elaborate biographical information describing
the hard work he had done before his rise to fame.
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The rendezvous of Chinese and Western fine arts can be traced back to
the last years of the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644) when missionaries visiting
China brought with them various forms of art. Later on, in the reign of
Qing Emperors Kangxi, Yongzheng and Qianlong, certain Westerners were
even appointed as official “Court Painters”. Despite this, Western painting
was still confined to the grounds of the imperial palace in that its appli-
cation was largely the portrayal of aristocratic personages, such as the
monarch’s spouse and concubines. A far cry from being in vogue amongst
other social circles, its influence was yet minimal. Towards the end of the
Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), as Western civilization had had a more pro-
minent presence in China, an enthusiasm in learning from Western science
and culture began to develop. Nevertheless, Western techniques of painting
were not yet regarded seriously.

In 1919, with the eruption of the May-Fourth Movement, the younger
generation began to liberate their minds from the bonds of traditional
ideology. “New Culture” was advocated. People were set on innovation. A
consequence of all this was the rush for studying abroad. A number of
young artists went, therefore, to learn about Western painting in Europe.
Having mastered the art, they played an important role in spreading the
techniques and theories of Western painting upon their return to China.
Some of them even succeeded in assimilating Western techniques into
traditional Chinese painting, thus pioneering new directions. Typical
examples are internationally acclaimed artists like Xu Beihong (R75H),
Liu Haisu ®1#3) and Lin Fengmian (bfEHE).

At the outbreak of World War II, Europe itself was lamentably degraded
into a battlefield, resulting in the suspension of cultural exchanges. After
the war, the economic and cultural activities of the nations revived. Signs of
rejuvenation began to emerge in the European and American arena of art,
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and new ideologies or schools of art began to surge. As a new start in the
late 1950’s, young artists of China followed the footsteps of predecessors
and left for Europe and America in quest of the forms of art suited to their
potentials and interests. Whether from China mainland, Taiwan or Hong
Kong, these students of art had once received a Chinese education, and
some of them even had undergone a solid training in painting. . After their
formal studies abroad, most of them chose ‘to stay there to continue with
their creative career. A number of them eventually acquired international
recognition through strife and struggle.

The publication of the Overseas Chinese Artists Series serves a number
of purposes in relation to what has been described above. First, it is meant
to be informative by describing the activities of overseas Chinese painters,
and by delineating, through their works, the trend of contemporary Western
painting, In addition, the experiences of strife, involving so much toil,
frustration, and adjustment in the artists’ career, might be valuable examples
for many a young artist and art-lover in China mainland, Taiwan and Hong
Kong.

T%e series, Chinese-English bilingual, will continue to introduce many
more distinguished Chinese-origin painters. The portfolios will consist of
works of art and, additionally, articles related to the artists’ creative career,
reviews of their work, and biographical information. These articles will be
contributed by the painters themselves, respectable critics, scholars and
writers. An effort is made to provide sources as substantial as possible.
With the pictures supported by the text, this series of portfolios will prove
indispensable for studies of overseas Chinese painters, and equally enjoyable
for general reading.
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Chan Kin-chung went to Paris in 1969 with a view to “solving the riddle
of modern art”.

Having strived for over ten years there, Chan has firmly established him-
self in the Parisian world of painting where competition is ever so keen. He
has also won the admiration of not a few art critics, who praised him as
“the Chinese painter who suddenly rose to fame in Parisian painting circles;”
“undoubtedly the one who aroused most interest from the Parisian audience
and foreign galleries [during the 1978 FIAC (International Contemporary
Art Fair of Paris)] .” ‘““Among artists of his age,” it was said, “Chan is one of
those who have the better chance of entering the history of art.”

However, it was not a smooth road Chan had taken. To make a living, he
worked as a waiter, leather cutter, and furniture designer. In his artistic
career, he was prunged into a long period of perplexity, struggle and search.”

In high school, Chan Kin-chung received rigorous training in realist
sketching. At that time he did not know how to give scope for his speciality.
Once he had decided to follow the representational direction, he had new
headaches. He complained to me: “What should I draw? And how to go
about it? In my understanding, there are old realism and new realism to
choose from, a choice which in effect became a psychological obstacle for
me. It even made me feel nervous, because once I took up the brush, the
subject matter and mode of expression that came to my mind were those I
had learned before. And yet when I thought of new representational paint-
ing, I saw in my mind pictures displayed in exhibitions and printed in
portfolios — works belonging to somebody else and not myself. I kept
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straining my wits, but hardly could I get an idea of what a unique and novel
representational style might be. I was thoroughly frustrated.”

The frustration motivated Chan towards his own conception of art
creation. He finally managed to grasp his own self amid the many influences
to which he was exposed. With deep involvement, he painted the things
least likely to draw attention — doors, windows, railings, walls. . . . At first
he only followed the guidance of his personal feelings, but at length he
began to exercise more selection on the scenes. Still later, the subjective
element played an increasingly significant role in the control over the com-
position and colour application of his works. It was then he began to get a
clearer and clearer idea of the goal of his artistic pursuit. In the end, a style
of his own was born.

Chan Kin-chung is a rather plain and modest person, who never describes
his growth as an artist better than actually was the case, and never makes a
puzzle of everything to scare others off just to secure fame. “For me,” he
once told me, “painting is a rather simple job. When I discover something
interesting around suited to my expression, [ will make a rough sketch and,
later on, will do some refining and turn it into a picture.” I believe what
he said is true. The only comment I wish to make is that “refining” involves
much expertise, and different artists have different ways of doing it.

I once attended a sizable exhibition held in suburban Paris. The works
were dazzling — some impressed me as crying aloud, some joking wittily,
some lecturing soberly, some acting, some moaning, some drinking, some
coarse and rude, some elegant and graceful, some rigid, some romantic,
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some laughing, some cursing, some nostalgic about the past, some fancying
about the future. . . . All these were much varied in style, though a com-
mon feature seemed to be chaotic bustle. Amid all this, Chan’s paintings
alone hung quietly on the wall. It was as though the artist himself were
standing there, brooding, contemplating, sincerely reminding people of that
corner they had neglected. People could not but turn their eyes towards
him . ...

It is interesting to see how Western art critics reviewed Chan’s works.
Some commented that he “has expressed a shuddering silence”, and “turned
the Taoist philosophy of Lao Tze into visual reality”. Others said that his
works in oil had attained the realism and substance of the Song painting; or
expressed the solitude, aimlessness and alienation experienced by modern
man. Some even said he had demonstrated the combination of meditation
and observation, which is a habit characteristic of the Chinese, thus revealing
the Chinese philosophical attitude towards life. Regarding his artistic skill,
in addition to references to his techniques as “faultless”, there were inspiring
remarks: “He has concentrated reality so much as to have that every reality
explode into fancy.” “His use of representational techniques is based on an
extremely sensitive acumen which has a direct bearing on the finest pencil
lines and the lightest brush strokes. Thus, in his works, the liveliness of
objects is made possible through a rarely seen suggestiveness arising from the
lines and strokes themselves.”

In their commentaries, Western critics often emphasises their own im-
pressions. They are apt to reveal their idiosyncrasies even when reviewing
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other people’s creations. Hence, certain comments will inevitably be far-
fetched and not quite relevant to the works and the intentions of the artists.
Despite this, the quotations above are, I believe, rather applicable as far as
Chan’s works are concerned. In particular, I would say the comments most
worthy of note are that Chan’s painting embodies the Taoist philosophy
of Lao Tze, and that the substance of the Song painting is present in it.

In modern times, as the Westerner lives in a society which has mounted
its acme of material civilisation, the pursuit of a worthy life lies in the
spiritual domain. The Westerner extends the tentacles of this mind towards
every corner, and naturally in the East he reaches for its ancient philosophy
in order to restore to equilibrium the spiritual and material aspects of his
life. Over the past decade, a large number of treatises by ancient Chinese
philosophers have been translated and published in the West. The artists
and friends I know are much interested to read these books (especially Lao
Tze’s). An American sculptor even requested me to write the phrase “Wu
Wei” (No Action) in calligraphy so that he could hang it in his room. I do
not think Westerners have a profound understanding of Lao Tze, but in
truth they have found the comfort they need to pacify their agitated minds.
Probably, maxims like “no action but quietude” and “clear your mind to let
your genuine self emerge” of Lao Tze, as well as “a heart set on the reclusive
makes one’s immediate environment already remote” of the poet Tao Qian,
are a very good food for people who are plagued by the busy bustle of
modern society. The unconventional essence of Taoist philosophy, with its
metaphysical interpretation of nature and life, holds the key to the Western
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man’s breaking through the confinement of materialism. The comment that
“Chan is good at transforming the most traditional of Chinese philosophy
represented by Lao Tze into contemporary visual reality” is based on that
very wish for the breakthrough.

Regarding the claim that his works have revealed the substance of Song
painting, Chan himself has this to say: “I think what they are referring to,
when they see similarity between Song painting and mine, is not the out-
look of the pictures, but rather the interiority itself. For my paintings are
representations of what I see and think at present, and I have never thought
of copying Song painting. However, if it is correct that Song painting is
characterised by technical control and the use of representation to convey
the substantial aspect of things, resulting in an ethereal atmosphere of
reclusiveness, of which the key note is quite contemplation, then maybe my
paintings also have such qualities. Just as the Westerners can see the con-
cretization of Taoism inSong painting, and get enlightened of the truth of
Taoism through its ethereal emptiness, he is of course also able to get a
similar impression from Chan’s painting.

Because of the two reasons decribed above, it is not surprising for West-
erners to sympathize with Chan’s painting and feel its “shuddering silence”.

But I myself look at Chan’s painting from a different perspective. I find
it familiar, since he himself is familiar to me and his works have appropriately
expressed himself. We were in the same studio for four years, doing sketch-
ing. In the six years we spent together at the school, I came to know his
temperament and accomplishment. When I first saw his painting, I found
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that the neat composition, the static picture, and the unsophisticated but
meticulous techniques were all derived from his past training. Equally
derived from the past are his coolness and soberness, as he never drew any-
thing dramatic. Watching his painting reminds me of his sketches in the
school, and of those by our fellow students, as we were “of the same breed””.
His techniques may strike the foreigner as “surprising” and “mysterious”,
but they are quite familiar to me.

Though he has been living in Paris for over ten years now, he continues
to lead a simple life of the Chinese. Reading ancient and modern Chinese
books is still an important part of his spiritual life. Although his home is in
the vicinity of the Moulin Rouge and the red light district, he is able to stay
uncontaminated by that world of vice thanks to the spiritual force unique
to the Chinese. Inevitably, of course, he has also developed a psychological
complex. He once had a sense of “exile” and of “tragedy”, which is the
product of social isolation. Even after an elapse of over ten years, he still
feels lonely and nostalgic. I can understand the peculiar psychology a
Chinese living in a Western society might have;in fact I experienced it myself.
Chan does not intentionally dwell on it in his works, and yet that state of
mind is spontaneously revealed. In Western criticisms on his paintings, a
lot of arresting phrases are applied, such as “wretched restlessness”, “anxiety
and uncalled-for emotional upset”, “a world of confinement, etc. However,
phrases like these are only projections of the critics’ own mentality. For as
long as they lead an affluent life, the luxury of an occasion to muse them-
selves upon the pensive mood will undoubtedly offer, for a change, a dif-
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ferent taste. To use their own words, “to the well-informed person a tragedy
has its own beauty.” Different people may have different views which may
all be equally valid, but be that as it may, I do not see much “tragedy” in
Chan’s paintings. Except for the deeply embedded complexity of mind
which moves me tremendously, what I see is the world of serenity and
simplicity so fondly loved by the Chinese, as well as the state of oblivion in
which concern for neither self nor things is called for. In Paris, such an
aesthetic state could only be truly appreciated by the Chinese.

For us, the newness of Chan’s oil painting lies in the fact that he has
highlighted the abstract dimension in a representational medium, i.e. his
realist works. His oil painting, with the pressure of abstraction like a tight
gymnastic suit acting on the body, reacts against it in such a way and to
such an extent that realism bursts through the bonds of the clothing in
doubled strength. Through extreme care in depicting the external objectivity,
he has given the expression of the internal subjectivity to the utmost.

The realist and the abstract apparently contradict one another. However,
in recent times many great painters, Chinese and Western, have been able to
combine the two successfully. The ink-splashing and simplified stroking
techniques of Chinese traditional painting are highly abstract in nature, but
unfortunately Chinese oil painting seldom employs such a combination. It
is mostly dominated by certain Russian techniques of the 1950s. This is in
general true, with the exception of old and very young painters, or a few
ones in their middle age. Rather excessive attention is paid to semi-verity
(even that commonly found in basic training), finely broken strokes, and
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thick and thin patches of directly applied colours. The exploitation of the
object is just as inadequate as that of the subject. Because too much of a
similar style like this has been seen, some people take it for granted that
that is what conventional oil painting is, thus mistakingly assuming that the
West has already given up the art of oil painting. In truth, however, the
language of oil painting is still developing. Incessantly, its “vocabulary” is
increasing, and the potential of its expressiveness is still expanding. There-
fore, in modern European oil painting, one can see works ranging from the
most veritable to the most abstract. Because styles differ tremendously and
areas of expression cover enormously, it would be stupid to restrict one’s
vision and consecrate onself to a particular school to such an extent as to
exclude others.

Chan’s oil painting can be categorised as “veritable”, with some parts
very close to reality. However, the way the entire picture is structured from
a compositional point of view and the way control is exercised over selection
and pruning are very akin to the abstract approach. It may be said that
it is from this abstract aspect that the implications of his works are derived.
Whether a composition is innovative or plain, spatially ethereal or neatly
compact, it satisfies the modern aesthetic preference for the direct and
simple approach. The result is an inexplicable atmosphere which makes the
foreigners shudder — and a Chinese like me amused by the novelty.

As far as the development of today’s Western oil painting is concerned,
almost every artist is seeking a path of his own in order to explore for a
territory belonging to none other than himself — in this way he may hope
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to outstrip other competitors, or at least keep his head above water amid
the tides of art. Historical masterpieces now preserved are, of course,
examples for us to learn from. However, to regard them as the unsurpassed
level would simply be foolish. It is true that some brilliant achievements of
the past may not be exceeded — but is there such a need? There was a time
when China regarded single-styled Russian oil painting as the only model,
and the consequence of it is now well known to all. And when even Russian
painting itself is forever changing for innovation, it is pointless for us to
adhere to that originally dominant school of oil painting any more. The
only means of making progress is the liberation of the mind and the broad-
ening of our vision. Aesthetic taste is often a matter of getting used to cer-
tain things, but things habitual are marked by an inertia. When one is al-
ready accustomed to a particular style, one may find other styles disagree-
able and want to resist them. This is why and how conservatism will con-
tinue to plague us.

We are now on the eve of an epoch in which “a hundred flowers will
bloom”. Inevitably, we need to consider many more exemplars, and Chan’s
painting, with the subject matter he has explored and the treatments em-
ployed, may be illuminating. In fact, it is this consideration which motivated
me to write an introduction to his works collected here.

Liang Ming cheng
(sculptor)
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| think what they are referring to, when they see
similarity between Song painting and mine, is not the
outlook of the pictures, but rather the interiority itself. For
my paintings are representations of what | see and think
ot present, and | have never thought of copying Song
painting. However, if it is correct that Song painting is
characterised by technical control and the use of
representation to convey the substantial aspect of
things, resulting in an ethereal atmosphere of reclusive-
ness, of which the key note is quite contemplation, then
maybe my paintings also have such qualities.

— Chan Kin-chung
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